Feminist scholars of masculinity have documented the centrality of homophobic insults to masculinity (Lehne, 1998; Kimmel, 2001) especially in school settings (Wood, 1984; Smith, 1998; Burn, 2000; Plummer, 2001; Kimmel, 2003) . They argue that homophobic teasing often characterizes masculinity in adolescence and early adulthood, and that anti-gay slurs tend to primarily be directed at other gay boys.
This article both expands on and challenges these accounts of relationships between homophobia and masculinity. Homophobia is indeed a central mechanism in the making of contemporary American adolescent masculinity. This article both critiques and builds on this finding by (1) pointing to the limits of an argument that focuses centrally on homophobia, (2) demonstrating that the fag is not only an identity linked to homosexual boys 1 but an identity that can temporarily adhere to heterosexual boys as well and (3) highlighting the racialized nature of the fag as a disciplinary mechanism.
'Homophobia' is too facile a term with which to describe the deployment of 'fag' as an epithet. By calling the use of the word 'fag' homophobia -and letting the argument stop with that point -previous research obscures the gendered nature of sexualized insults (Plummer, 2001) . Invoking homophobia to describe the ways in which boys aggressively tease each other overlooks the powerful relationship between masculinity and this sort of insult. Instead, it seems incidental in this conventional line of argument that girls do not harass each other and are not harassed in this same manner. 2 This framing naturalizes the relationship between masculinity and homophobia, thus obscuring the centrality of such harassment in the formation of a gendered identity for boys in a way that it is not for girls.
'Fag' is not necessarily a static identity attached to a particular (homosexual) boy. Fag talk and fag imitations serve as a discourse with which boys discipline themselves and each other through joking relationships. 3 Any boy can temporarily become a fag in a given social space or interaction. This does not mean that those boys who identify as or are perceived to be homosexual are not subject to intense harassment. But becoming a fag has as much to do with failing at the masculine tasks of competence, heterosexual prowess and strength or an anyway revealing weakness or femininity, as it does with a sexual identity. This fluidity of the fag identity is what makes the specter of the fag such a powerful disciplinary mechanism. It is fluid enough that boys police most of their behaviors out of fear of having the fag identity permanently adhere and definitive enough so that boys recognize a fag behavior and strive to avoid it.
The fag discourse is racialized. It is invoked differently by and in relation to white boys' bodies than it is by and in relation to African-American boys' bodies. While certain behaviors put all boys at risk for becoming Sexualities 8(3) temporarily a fag, some behaviors can be enacted by African-American boys without putting them at risk of receiving the label. The racialized meanings of the fag discourse suggest that something more than simple homophobia is involved in these sorts of interactions. An analysis of boys' deployments of the specter of the fag should also extend to the ways in which gendered power works through racialized selves. It is not that this gendered homophobia does not exist in African-American communities. Indeed, making fun of 'Negro faggotry seems to be a rite of passage among contemporary black male rappers and filmmakers' (Riggs, 1991: 253) . However, the fact that 'white women and men, gay and straight, have more or less colonized cultural debates about sexual representation' (Julien and Mercer, 1991: 167) obscures varied systems of sexualized meanings among different racialized ethnic groups (Almaguer, 1991; King, 2004) .
Theoretical framing
The sociology of masculinity entails a 'critical study of men, their behaviors, practices, values and perspectives' (Whitehead and Barrett, 2001: 14) . Recent studies of men emphasize the multiplicity of masculinity (Connell, 1995) detailing the ways in which different configurations of gender practice are promoted, challenged or reinforced in given social situations. This research on how men do masculinities has explored gendered practices in a wide range of social institutions, such as families (Coltrane, 2001) schools (Skelton, 1996; Parker, 1996; Mac an Ghaill, 1996; Francis and Skelton, 2001) , workplaces (Cooper, 2000) , media (Craig, 1992) , and sports (Messner, 1989; Edly and Wetherel, 1997; Curry, 2004) . Many of these studies have developed specific typologies of masculinities: gay, Black, Chicano, working class, middle class, Asian, gay Black, gay Chicano, white working class, militarized, transnational business, New Man, negotiated, versatile, healthy, toxic, counter, and cool masculinities, to name a few (Messner, 2004) . In this sort of model the fag could be (and often has been) framed as a type of subordinated masculinity attached to homosexual adolescent boys' bodies.
Heeding Timothy Carrigan's admonition that an 'analysis of masculinity needs to be related as well to other currents in feminism' (Carrigan et al., 1987: 64) , in this article I integrate queer theory's insights about the relationships between gender, sexuality, identities and power with the attention to men found in the literature on masculinities. Like the sociology of gender, queer theory destabilizes the assumed naturalness of the social order (Lemert, 1996) . Queer theory is a 'conceptualization which sees sexual power as embedded in different levels of social life' and interrogates areas of the social world not usually seen as sexuality (Stein and Pascoe 'Dude, You're a Fag' Plummer, 1994) . In this sense queer theory calls for sexuality to be looked at not only as a discrete arena of sexual practices and identities, but also as a constitutive element of social life (Warner, 1993; Epstein, 1996) .
While the masculinities' literature rightly highlights very real inequalities between gay and straight men (see for instance Connell, 1995) , this emphasis on sexuality as inhered in static identities attached to male bodies, rather than major organizing principles of social life (Sedgwick, 1990) , limits scholars' ability to analyze the myriad ways in which sexuality, in part, constitutes gender. This article does not seek to establish that there are homosexual boys and heterosexual boys and the homosexual ones are marginalized. Rather this article explores what happens to theories of gender if we look at a discourse of sexualized identities in addition to focusing on seemingly static identity categories inhabited by men. This is not to say that gender is reduced only to sexuality, indeed feminist scholars have demonstrated that gender is embedded in and constitutive of a multitude of social structures -the economy, places of work, families and schools. In the tradition of post-structural feminist theorists of race and gender who look at 'border cases' that explode taken-for-granted binaries of race and gender (Smith, 1994) , queer theory is another tool which enables an integrated analysis of sexuality, gender and race.
As scholars of gender have demonstrated, gender is accomplished through day-to-day interactions (Fine, 1987; Hochschild, 1989; West and Zimmerman, 1991; Thorne, 1993) . In this sense gender is the 'activity of managing situated conduct in light of normative conceptions of attitudes and activities appropriate for one's sex category' (West and Zimmerman, 1991: 127) . Similarly, queer theorist Judith Butler argues that gender is accomplished interactionally through 'a set of repeated acts within a highly rigid regulatory frame that congeal over time to produce the appearance of substance, of a natural sort of being' (Butler, 1999: 43) . Specifically she argues that gendered beings are created through processes of citation and repudiation of a 'constitutive outside' (Butler, 1993: 3) in which is contained all that is cast out of a socially recognizable gender category. The 'constitutive outside' is inhabited by abject identities, unrecognizably and unacceptably gendered selves. The interactional accomplishment of gender in a Butlerian model consists, in part, of the continual iteration and repudiation of this abject identity. Gender, in this sense, is 'constituted through the force of exclusion and abjection, on which produces a constitutive outside to the subject, an abjected outside, which is, after all, 'inside' the subject as its own founding repudiation' (Butler, 1993: 3) . This repudiation creates and reaffirms a 'threatening specter' (Butler, 1993: 3) of failed, unrecognizable gender, the existence of which must be continually repudiated through interactional processes.
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I argue that the 'fag' position is an 'abject' position and, as such, is a 'threatening specter' constituting contemporary American adolescent masculinity. The fag discourse is the interactional process through which boys name and repudiate this abjected identity. Rather than analyzing the fag as an identity for homosexual boys, I examine uses of the discourse that imply that any boy can become a fag, regardless of his actual desire or self-perceived sexual orientation. The threat of the abject position infuses the faggot with regulatory power. This article provides empirical data to illustrate Butler's approach to gender and indicates that it might be a useful addition to the sociological literature on masculinities through highlighting one of the ways in which a masculine gender identity is accomplished through interaction.
Method

Research site
I conducted fieldwork at a suburban high school in north-central California which I call River High. 4 River High is a working class, suburban 50-year-old high school located in a town called Riverton. With the exception of the median household income and racial diversity (both of which are elevated due to Riverton's location in California), the town mirrors national averages in the percentages of white collar workers, rates of college attendance, and marriages, and age composition (according to the 2000 census). It is a politically moderate to conservative, religious community. Most of the students' parents commute to surrounding cities for work.
On average Riverton is a middle-class community. However, students at River are likely to refer to the town as two communities: 'Old Riverton' and 'New Riverton'. A busy highway and railroad tracks bisect the town into these two sections. River High is literally on the 'wrong side of the tracks', in Old Riverton. Exiting the freeway, heading north to Old Riverton, one sees a mix of 1950s-era ranch-style homes, some with neatly trimmed lawns and tidy gardens, others with yards strewn with various car parts, lawn chairs and appliances. Old Riverton is visually bounded by smoke-puffing factories. On the other side of the freeway New Riverton is characterized by wide sidewalk-lined streets and new walled-in home developments. Instead of smokestacks, a forested mountain, home to a state park, rises majestically in the background. The teens from these homes attend Hillside High, River's rival.
River High is attended by 2000 students. River High's racial/ethnic breakdown roughly represents California at large: 50 percent white, 9 percent African-American, 28 percent Latino and 6 percent Asian (as compared to California's 46, 6, 32, and 11 percent respectively, according Pascoe 'Dude, You're a Fag' to census data and school records). The students at River High are primarily working class.
Research
I gathered data using the qualitative method of ethnographic research. I spent a year and a half conducting observations, formally interviewing 49 students at River High (36 boys and 13 girls), one male student from Hillside High, and conducting countless informal interviews with students, faculty and administrators. I concentrated on one school because I explore the richness rather than the breadth of data (for other examples of this method see Willis, 1981; MacLeod, 1987; Eder et al., 1995; Ferguson, 2000) .
I recruited students for interviews by conducting presentations in a range of classes and hanging around at lunch, before school, after school and at various events talking to different groups of students about my research, which I presented as 'writing a book about guys'. The interviews usually took place at school, unless the student had a car, in which case he or she met me at one of the local fast food restaurants where I treated them to a meal. Interviews lasted anywhere from half an hour to two hours.
The initial interviews I conducted helped me to map a gendered and sexualized geography of the school, from which I chose my observation sites. I observed a 'neutral' site -a senior government classroom, where sexualized meanings were subdued. I observed three sites that students marked as 'fag' sites -two drama classes and the Gay/Straight Alliance. I also observed two normatively 'masculine' sites -auto-shop and weightlifting. 5 I took daily field notes focusing on how students, faculty and administrators negotiated, regulated and resisted particular meanings of gender and sexuality. I attended major school rituals such as Winter Ball, school rallies, plays, dances and lunches. I would also occasionally 'ride along' with Mr Johnson (Mr J.), the school's security guard, on his battery-powered golf cart to watch which, how and when students were disciplined. Observational data provided me with more insight to the interactional processes of masculinity than simple interviews yielded. If I had relied only on interview data I would have missed the interactional processes of masculinity which are central to the fag discourse.
Given the importance of appearance in high school, I gave some thought as to how I would present myself, deciding to both blend in and set myself apart from the students. In order to blend in I wore my standard graduate student gear -comfortable, baggy cargo pants, a black t-shirt or sweater and tennis shoes. To set myself apart I carried a messenger bag instead of a back-pack, didn't wear makeup, and spoke slightly differently Sexualities 8(3) than the students by using some slang, but refraining from uttering the ubiquitous 'hecka' and 'hella'.
The boys were fascinated by the fact that a 30-something white 'girl' (their words) was interested in studying them. While at first many would make sexualized comments asking me about my dating life or saying that they were going to 'hit on' me, it seemed eventually they began to forget about me as a potential sexual/romantic partner. Part of this, I think, was related to my knowledge about 'guy' things. For instance, I lift weights on a regular basis and as a result the weightlifting coach introduced me as a 'weight-lifter from U.C. Berkeley' telling the students they should ask me for weight-lifting advice. Additionally, my taste in movies and television shows often coincided with theirs. I am an avid fan of the movies 'Jackass' and 'Fight Club', both of which contain high levels of violence and 'bathroom' humor. Finally, I garnered a lot of points among boys because I live off a dangerous street in a nearby city famous for drug deals, gang fights and frequent gun shots.
What is a fag?
'Since you were little boys you've been told, "hey, don't be a little faggot,"' explained Darnell, an African-American football player, as we sat on a bench next to the athletic field. Indeed, both the boys and girls I interviewed told me that 'fag' was the worst epithet one guy could direct at another. Jeff, a slight white sophomore, explained to me that boys call each other fag because 'gay people aren't really liked over here and stuff.' Jeremy, a Latino Junior told me that this insult literally reduced a boy to nothing, 'To call someone gay or fag is like the lowest thing you can call someone. Because that's like saying that you're nothing. ' Most guys explained their or other's dislike of fags by claiming that homophobia is just part of what it means to be a guy. For instance Keith, a white soccer-playing senior, explained, 'I think guys are just homophobic.' However, it is not just homophobia, it is a gendered homophobia. Several students told me that these homophobic insults only applied to boys and not girls. For example, while Jake, a handsome white senior, told me that he didn't like gay people, he quickly added, 'Lesbians, okay that's good.' Similarly Cathy, a popular white cheerleader, told me 'Being a lesbian is accepted because guys think "oh that's cool."' Darnell, after telling me that boys were told not to be faggots, said of lesbians, 'They're [guys are] fine with girls. I think it's the guy part that they're like ewwww!' In this sense it is not strictly homophobia, but a gendered homophobia that constitutes adolescent masculinity in the culture of this school. However, it is clear, according to these comments, that lesbians are 'good' because of their place in heterosexual male fantasy not necessarily because Pascoe 'Dude, You're a Fag' of some enlightened approach to same-sex relationships. It does however, indicate that using only the term homophobia to describe boys' repeated use of the word 'fag' might be a bit simplistic and misleading.
Additionally, girls at River High rarely deployed the word 'fag' and were never called 'fags'. I recorded girls uttering 'fag' only three times during my research. In one instance, Angela, a Latina cheerleader, teased Jeremy, a well-liked white senior involved in student government, for not ditching school with her, 'You wouldn't 'cause you're a faggot.' However, girls did not use this word as part of their regular lexicon. The sort of gendered homophobia that constitutes adolescent masculinity does not constitute adolescent femininity. Girls were not called dykes or lesbians in any sort of regular or systematic way. Students did tell me that 'slut' was the worst thing a girl could be called. However, my field notes indicate that the word 'slut' (or its synonym 'ho') appears one time for every eight times the word 'fag' appears. Even when it does occur, 'slut' is rarely deployed as a direct insult against another girl.
Highlighting the difference between the deployment of 'gay' and 'fag' as insults brings the gendered nature of this homophobia into focus. For boys and girls at River High 'gay' is a fairly common synonym for 'stupid'. While this word shares the sexual origins of 'fag', it does not consistently have the skew of gender-loaded meaning. Girls and boys often used 'gay' as an adjective referring to inanimate objects and male or female people, whereas they used 'fag' as a noun that denotes only un-masculine males. Students used 'gay' to describe anything from someone's clothes to a new school rule that the students did not like, as in the following encounter:
In auto-shop Arnie pulled out a large older version black laptop computer and placed it on his desk. Behind him Nick said 'That's a gay laptop! It's five inches thick!' A laptop can be gay, a movie can be gay or a group of people can be gay. Boys used 'gay' and 'fag' interchangeably when they refer to other boys, but 'fag' does not have the non-gendered attributes that 'gay' sometimes invokes.
While its meanings are not the same as 'gay', 'fag' does have multiple meanings which do not necessarily replace its connotations as a homophobic slur, but rather exist alongside. Some boys took pains to say that 'fag' is not about sexuality. Darnell told me 'It doesn't even have anything to do with being gay.' J.L., a white sophomore at Hillside High (River High's cross-town rival) asserted 'Fag, seriously, it has nothing to do with sexual preference at all. You could just be calling somebody an idiot you know?' I asked Ben, a quiet, white sophomore who wore heavy metal t-shirts to auto-shop each day, 'What kind of things do guys get called a Sexualities 8(3) fag for?' Ben answered 'Anything . . . literally, anything. Like you were trying to turn a wrench the wrong way, "dude, you're a fag." Even if a piece of meat drops out of your sandwich, "you fag!"' Each time Ben said 'you fag' his voice deepened as if he were imitating a more masculine boy. While Ben might rightly feel like a guy could be called a fag for 'anything . . . literally, anything', there are actually specific behaviors which, when enacted by most boys, can render him more vulnerable to a fag epithet. In this instance Ben's comment highlights the use of 'fag' as a generic insult for incompetence, which in the world of River High, is central to a masculine identity. A boy could get called a fag for exhibiting any sort of behavior defined as non-masculine (although not necessarily behaviors aligned with femininity) in the world of River High: being stupid, incompetent, dancing, caring too much about clothing, being too emotional or expressing interest (sexual or platonic) in other guys. However, given the extent of its deployment and the laundry list of behaviors that could get a boy in trouble it is no wonder that Ben felt like a boy could be called 'fag' for 'anything'.
One-third (13) of the boys I interviewed told me that, while they may liberally insult each other with the term, they would not actually direct it at a homosexual peer. Jabes, a Filipino senior, told me I actually say it [fag] quite a lot, except for when I'm in the company of an actual homosexual person. Then I try not to say it at all. But when I'm just hanging out with my friends I'll be like, 'shut up, I don't want you hear you any more, you stupid fag'.
Similarly J.L. compared homosexuality to a disability, saying there is 'no way' he'd call an actually gay guy a fag because There's people who are the retarded people who nobody wants to associate with. I'll be so nice to those guys and I hate it when people make fun of them. It's like, 'bro do you realize that they can't help that?' And then there's gay people. They were born that way.
According to this group of boys, gay is a legitimate, if marginalized, social identity. If a man is gay, there may be a chance he could be considered masculine by other men (Connell, 1995) . David, a handsome white senior dressed smartly in khaki pants and a white button-down shirt said, 'Being gay is just a lifestyle. It's someone you choose to sleep with. You can still throw around a football and be gay.' In other words there is a possibility, however slight, that a boy can be gay and masculine. To be a fag is, by definition, the opposite of masculine, whether or not the word is deployed with sexualized or non-sexualized meanings. In explaining this to me, Jamaal, an African-American junior, cited the explanation of popular rap artist, Eminem, Pascoe 'Dude, You're a Fag' Although I don't like Eminem, he had a good definition of it. It's like taking away your title. In an interview they were like, 'you're always capping on gays, but then you sing with Elton John.' He was like 'I don't mean gay as in gay '. This is what Riki Wilchins calls the 'Eminem Exception. Eminem explains that he doesn't call people "faggot" because of their sexual orientation but because they're weak and unmanly' (Wilchins, 2003) . This is precisely the way in which this group of boys at River High uses the term 'faggot'. While it is not necessarily acceptable to be gay, at least a man who is gay can do other things that render him acceptably masculine. A fag, by the very definition of the word, indicated by students' usages at River High, cannot be masculine. This distinction between 'fag' as an unmasculine and problematic identity and 'gay' as a possibly masculine, although marginalized, sexual identity is not limited to a teenage lexicon, but is reflected in both psychological discourses (Sedgwick, 1995) and gay and lesbian activism.
Becoming a fag
'The ubiquity of the word faggot speaks to the reach of its discrediting capacity' (Corbett, 2001: 4) . It is almost as if boys cannot help but shout it out on a regular basis -in the hallway, in class, across campus as a greeting, or as a joke. In my fieldwork I was amazed by the way in which the word seemed to pop uncontrollably out of boys' mouths in all kinds of situations. To quote just one of many instances from my fieldnotes:
Two boys walked out of the P.E. locker room and one yelled 'fucking faggot!' at no one in particular.
This spontaneous yelling out of a variation of fag seemingly apropos of nothing happened repeatedly among boys throughout the school.
The fag discourse is central to boys' joking relationships. Joking cements relationships between boys (Kehily and Nayak, 1997; Lyman, 1998) and helps to manage anxiety and discomfort (Freud, 1905) . Boys invoked the specter of the fag in two ways: through humorous imitation and through lobbing the epithet at one another. Boys at River High imitated the fag by acting out an exaggerated 'femininity', and/or by pretending to sexually desire other boys. As indicated by the introductory vignette in which a predatory 'fag' threatens the little boys, boys at River High link these performative scenarios with a fag identity. They lobbed the fag epithet at each other in a verbal game of hot potato, each careful to deflect the insult quickly by hurling it toward someone else. These games and imitations make up a fag discourse which highlights the fag not as a static but rather as a fluid identity which boys constantly struggle to avoid.
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In imitative performances the fag discourse functions as a constant reiteration of the fag's existence, affirming that the fag is out there; at any moment a boy can become a fag. At the same time these performances demonstrate that the boy who is invoking the fag is not a fag. By invoking it so often, boys remind themselves and each other that at any point they can become fags if they are not sufficiently masculine.
Mr McNally, disturbed by the noise outside of the classroom, turned to the open door saying 'We'll shut this unless anyone really wants to watch sweaty boys playing basketball.' Emir, a tall skinny boy, lisped 'I wanna watch the boys play!' The rest of the class cracked up at his imitation.
Through imitating a fag, boys assure others that they are not a fag by immediately becoming masculine again after the performance. They mock their own performed femininity and/or same-sex desire, assuring themselves and others that such an identity is one deserving of derisive laughter. The fag identity in this instance is fluid, detached from Emir's body. He can move in and out of this 'abject domain' while simultaneously affirming his position as a subject.
Boys also consistently tried to put another in the fag position by lobbing the fag epithet at one another.
Going through the junk-filled car in the auto-shop parking lot, Jay poked his head out and asked 'Where are Craig and Brian?' Neil, responded with 'I think they're over there', pointing, then thrusting his hips and pulling his arms back and forth to indicate that Craig and Brian might be having sex. The boys in auto-shop laughed.
This sort of joke temporarily labels both Craig and Brian as faggots. Because the fag discourse is so familiar, the other boys immediately understand that Neil is indicating that Craig and Brian are having sex. However these are not necessarily identities that stick. Nobody actually thinks Craig and Brian are homosexuals. Rather the fag identity is a fluid one, certainly an identity that no boy wants, but one that a boy can escape, usually by engaging in some sort of discursive contest to turn another boy into a fag. However, fag becomes a hot potato that no boy wants to be left holding. In the following example, which occurred soon after the 'sex' joke, Brian lobs the fag epithet at someone else, deflecting it from himself:
Brian initiated a round of a favorite game in auto-shop, the 'cock game'. Brian quietly, looking at Josh, said, 'Josh loves the cock,' then slightly louder, 'Josh loves the cock.' He continued saying this until he was yelling 'JOSH LOVES THE COCK!' The rest of the boys laughed hysterically as Josh slinked away saying 'I have a bigger dick than all you mother fuckers!' These two instances show how the fag can be mapped, momentarily, on to one boy's body and how he, in turn, can attach it to another boy, thus Pascoe 'Dude, You're a Fag' deflecting it from himself. In the first instance Neil makes fun of Craig and Brian for simply hanging out together. In the second instance Brian goes from being a fag to making Josh into a fag, through the 'cock game'. The 'fag' is transferable. Boys move in and out of it by discursively creating another as a fag through joking interactions. They, somewhat ironically, can move in and out of the fag position by transforming themselves, temporarily, into a fag, but this has the effect of reaffirming their masculinity when they return to a heterosexual position after imitating the fag.
These examples demonstrate boys invoking the trope of the fag in a discursive struggle in which the boys indicate that they know what a fag is -and that they are not fags. This joking cements bonds between boys as they assure themselves and each other of their masculinity through repeated repudiations of a non-masculine position of the abject.
Racing the fag
The fag trope is not deployed consistently or identically across social groups at River High. Differences between white boys' and AfricanAmerican boys' meaning making around clothes and dancing reveal ways in which the fag as the abject position is racialized.
Clean, oversized, carefully put together clothing is central to a hip-hop identity for African-American boys who identify with hip-hop culture. 6 Richard Majors calls this presentation of self a 'cool pose' consisting of 'unique, expressive and conspicuous styles of demeanor, speech, gesture, clothing, hairstyle, walk, stance and handshake', developed by AfricanAmerican men as a symbolic response to institutionalized racism (Majors, 2001: 211) . Pants are usually several sizes too big, hanging low on a boy's waist, usually revealing a pair of boxers beneath. Shirts and sweaters are similarly oversized, often hanging down to a boy's knees. Tags are frequently left on baseball hats worn slightly askew and sit perched high on the head. Meticulously clean, unlaced athletic shoes with rolled up socks under the tongue complete a typical hip-hop outfit.
This amount of attention and care given to clothing for white boys not identified with hip-hop culture (that is, most of the white boys at River High) would certainly cast them into an abject, fag position. White boys are not supposed to appear to care about their clothes or appearance, because only fags care about how they look. Ben illustrates this:
Ben walked in to the auto-shop classroom from the parking lot where he had been working on a particularly oily engine. Grease stains covered his jeans. He looked down at them, made a face and walked toward me with limp wrists, laughing and lisping in a in a high pitch sing-song voice 'I got my good panths all dirty!' Sexualities 8(3)
Ben draws on indicators of a fag identity, such as limp wrists, as do the boys in the introductory vignette to illustrate that a masculine person certainly would not care about having dirty clothes. In this sense, masculinity, for white boys, becomes the carefully crafted appearance of not caring about appearance, especially in terms of cleanliness.
However, African-American boys involved in hip-hop culture talk frequently about whether or not their clothes, specifically their shoes, are dirty:
In drama class both Darnell and Marc compared their white Adidas basketball shoes. Darnell mocked Marc because black scuff marks covered his shoes, asking incredulously 'Yours are a week old and they're dirty -I've had mine for a month and they're not dirty!' Both laughed.
Monte, River High's star football player echoed this concern about dirty shoes when looking at the fancy red shoes he had lent to his cousin the week before, told me he was frustrated because after his cousin used them, the 'shoes are hella scuffed up'. Clothing, for these boys, does not indicate a fag position, but rather defines membership in a certain cultural and racial group (Perry, 2002) .
Dancing is another arena that carries distinctly fag associated meanings for white boys and masculine meanings for African-American boys who participate in hip-hop culture. White boys often associate dancing with 'fags'. J.L. told me that guys think ''nSync's gay' because they can dance. 'nSync is an all white male singing group known for their dance moves. At dances white boys frequently held their female dates tightly, locking their hips together. The boys never danced with one another, unless engaged in a round of 'hot potato'. White boys often jokingly danced together in order to embarrass each other by making someone else into a fag:
Lindy danced behind her date, Chris. Chris's friend, Matt, walked up and nudged Lindy aside, imitating her dance moves behind Chris. As Matt rubbed his hands up and down Chris's back, Chris turned around and jumped back startled to see Matt there instead of Lindy. Matt cracked up as Chris turned red.
However dancing does not carry this sort of sexualized gender meaning for all boys at River High. For African-American boys dancing demonstrates membership in a cultural community (Best, 2000) . AfricanAmerican boys frequently danced together in single sex groups, teaching each other the latest dance moves, showing off a particularly difficult move or making each other laugh with humorous dance moves. Students recognized K.J. as the most talented dancer at the school. K.J. is a sophomore of African-American and Filipino descent who participated in the hip-hop culture of River High. He continually wore the latest hip-hop fashions.
Pascoe 'Dude, You're a Fag' K.J. was extremely popular. Girls hollered his name as they walked down the hall and thrust urgently written love notes folded in complicated designs into his hands as he sauntered to class. For the past two years K.J. won first place in the talent show for dancing. When he danced at assemblies the room reverberated with screamed chants of 'Go K.J.! Go K.J! Go K.J.!' Because dancing for African-American boys places them within a tradition of masculinity, they are not at risk of becoming a fag for this particular gendered practice. Nobody called K.J. a fag. In fact in several of my interviews boys of multiple racial/ethnic backgrounds spoke admiringly of K.J.'s dancing abilities.
Implications
These findings confirm previous studies of masculinity and sexuality that position homophobia as central to contemporary definitions of adolescent masculinity. These data extend previous research by unpacking multilayered meanings that boys deploy through their uses of homophobic language and joking rituals. By attending to these meanings I reframe the discussion as one of a fag discourse, rather than simply labeling this sort of behavior as homophobia. The fag is an 'abject' position, a position outside of masculinity that actually constitutes masculinity. Thus, masculinity, in part becomes the daily interactional work of repudiating the 'threatening specter' of the fag.
The fag extends beyond a static sexual identity attached to a gay boy. Few boys are permanently identified as fags; most move in and out of fag positions. Looking at 'fag' as a discourse rather than a static identity reveals that the term can be invested with different meanings in different social spaces. 'Fag' may be used as a weapon with which to temporarily assert one's masculinity by denying it to others. Thus 'fag' becomes a symbol around which contests of masculinity take place.
The fag epithet, when hurled at other boys, may or may not have explicit sexual meanings, but it always has gendered meanings. When a boy calls another boy a fag, it means he is not a man, not necessarily that he is a homosexual. The boys in this study know that they are not supposed to call homosexual boys 'fags' because that is mean. This, then has been the limited success of the mainstream gay rights movement. The message absorbed by some of these teenage boys is that 'gay men can be masculine, just like you.' Instead of challenging gender inequality, this particular discourse of gay rights has reinscribed it. Thus we need to begin to think about how gay men may be in a unique position to challenge gendered as well as sexual norms.
This study indicates that researchers who look at the intersection of sexuality and masculinity need to attend to the ways in which racialized Sexualities 8(3) identities may affect how 'fag' is deployed and what it means in various social situations. While researchers have addressed the ways in which masculine identities are racialized (Connell, 1995; Ross, 1998; Bucholtz, 1999; Davis, 1999; Price, 1999; Ferguson, 2000; Majors, 2001 ) they have not paid equal attention to the ways in which 'fag' might be a racialized epithet. It is important to look at when, where and with what meaning 'the fag' is deployed in order to get at how masculinity is defined, contested, and invested in among adolescent boys.
Research shows that sexualized teasing often leads to deadly results, as evidenced by the spate of school shootings in the 1990s (Kimmel, 2003) . Clearly the fag discourse affects not just homosexual teens, but all boys, gay and straight. Further research could investigate these processes in a variety of contexts: varied geographic locations, sexualized groups, classed groups, religious groups and age groups.
